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COMRADES
AND
CITIZENS
Between Labor’s "pragmatism" and the rantings o f the fundamentalist 
left, is there a third way? Can the left be smart and likeable, as well 
as ideologically sound? Colin Mercer ponders these and other
burning issues.
Wbo do we think we are talk­ing to? This is surely one of the fundam ental issues  
which confronts any consideration of 
left renewal. Whether we are dealing 
with a new party of the left or with a 
more general reorientation of left 
politics • let’s call this a democratic 
modernisation - the issue of actual 
and potential political constituency is 
crucial So, who we are talking to, how 
we are address’ng them and what we 
are addressing them about are urgent 
questions. This is certainly a question 
of the "style" of politics but not in any 
superficial sense. What is at issue 
-here is a whole political culture of the 
left and also, therefore, the key com­
ponents of its political logic. These are 
the issues I want to address by draw­
ing on recent contributions from both 
Australia and the UK.
A central question must be: what 
are the conditions which would enable 
the left to produce what John Mathews 
calls a Culture of Power in his recent 
booklet of the same name. The ability to 
th ink  achievable and sustainable 
political goals and avoid the pitfalls of 
both a tradition of vanguardism and 
minoritarian politics and the top-down
managerialism of social democracy is 
good advice but enormously difficult to 
achieve. How, in fact, is it possible to 
combine the minimum requirements of 
expertise in techniques of government, 
policy formation and administration 
and, at the same time, sufficient levels 
of popular acceptability. How, in other 
words, to be expert and popular, smart 
and likeable and to do this strategically 
and not just by an opportunist modifica­
tion of tactics?
This is not a facile question: it is at 
the very heart of current moves towards 
new political formations and agendas in 
Australia and elsewhere. It is a question 
which, if not answered by the left will 
certainly be answered by the New Right 
which demands a new political lo£,ic. 
This logic will have to thread its way be­
tween a competent but "statist'’ social 
democracy with a dwindling traditional 
social base and a right-populist cham­
pioning of the market and the interests 
of "ordinary people". At the same time 
it will need to recognise that, given sig­
nificant changes in class composition 
and the nature of the national and inter­
national economies, there is no easy or 
necessarily effective resort to tried and 
trusted formulae of a "socialism of the
grand plan ", whether that be Soviet, 
Swedish or Chinese in inspiration.
The general problem might be 
characterised as one of, on the one hand, 
a Labor government which has "exper­
tise" but which is in severe danger of 
losing its popular acceptability and, on 
the other hand, a left which is able to 
mobilise, say, 100,000 people in the 
streets for a peace demonstration and 
yet have minimal input into, say, the 
Dibb Report.
More central, on a day-to-day 
basis, and as a key factor in swinging 
po litica l fortunes, is the area of 
economic management. How is it pos­
sible to develop expertise in areas such 
as economic management and, at the 
same time, maintain a certain level of 
popular interest and participation in the 
notoriously grey areas of the "dismal 
science". One way of dealing with this 
is to realise that, in their day-to-day ex­
istence, most people do not confront the 
abstraction of the economy but the much 
more tangible and readily recognisable 
form of the market. Economists will 
need to forgive me here for inap­
propriate comparisons but it seems to 
me that this is a politically powerful 
image that the New Right recognised a
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good while ago: that it is much easier to 
talk about the market - for goods , for 
labour, for services, health and welfare
- in terms of can afford and can’t afford
- than it is to talk about the more abstract 
laws and tendencies of the economy.
This is why Margaret Thatcher has 
been able to exploit so successfully the 
metaphors of the "housewife’s purse" or 
the "family budget"" in her rationalisa­
tions of economic strategy in the UK. 
Housewives’ purses do not usually have 
to account for such things as invisible 
earnings, trade balances or foreign debts 
run up by people who are not members 
of the household. This, however, is what 
economies and their managers have to 
do. This is also why talk about the 
market flows more easily, in the politi­
cal sphere, from the right than it does 
from the left The economy, that is, is 
condensed into the image of the market 
and, as the logic flows, the market sets 
in motion the key features of choice, 
competition and efficiency. These are 
features which are then automatically 
associated with political conservatism 
while the left is pitched against the 
market and its meanings. Perhaps it is 
time to divert this strategy: for the Left 
to pay heed to the concept and the reality 
of the market in its own political logic 
and culture?
Jeffrey Minson touched on this in 
ALR 107 ("The New Romantics") where 
he rem arks the over-em phasis in 
Mathews’ work on "production culture" 
at the expense of due attention to 
"economic consumption and its culture" 
with its associated features of lifestyle, 
popular culture and the uses of leisure. 
What people consume, how they con­
sume it, how such forms of consumption 
determine their lifestyles and array of 
cultural identities are matters which are 
no longer - if they ever were - peripheral 
to the politics of strategic economic cal­
culation. There is, in other words, a par­
ticular solidity to "consumercapitalism" 
which, as the blurb says of Marilyn 
French’s novel The Women’s Room, 
"changes lives". The next question to 
pose, then, is: what are the mechanisms 
which would enable the left to address 
effectively issues of consumption and 
choice not only in the private sector but 
also, crucially, within the public sector 
as the recipients of health and welfare 
services etc.?
A long time ago Gramsci noted
how the new production processes of 
Fordism and Taylorism had established 
a fundamentally new relationship be­
tween work and lifestyle supported by 
high wages, psychoanalysis, rotary 
clubs and new sexual and social codes: 
"the new methods of work are in­
separable from a specific mode of living 
and of thinking and feeling life". These 
issues have been addressed in the pages 
of ALR and elsewhere, but they are still 
largely determined by a logic which 
categorises them as "cultural" and there­
fore to be dealt with under Any Other 
Business.
What I would want to argue for here 
is some serious rethinking of this in­
herited notion of the cultural. What I 
mean by "the cultural" here is the 
capacity to recognise the "lifestyle" 
aspects of political constituencies in 
order to respond efficiently to the sorts 
of political issues they put on the agen­
da. Culture in this sense is about the en­
tire range of dispositions, tastes, habits 
and preferences of people. This concept 
of culture is concerned with areas of 
consumption, choice and identity and 
how these are affected by our relation­
ship to the market. It is about how 
people actually use the resources at their 
disposal in order to elaborate a lifestyle. 
In turn, lifestyle itself needs much more 
attention from any political agenda 
since it is the framework in which, as in­
dividuals, members of families or com­
munities, people actually choose to live 
their lives within, of course, economic 
constraints.
Lifestyle, choice, taste: these may 
be terms which we would more readily 
associate with the political appeals of 
the New Right or with a generd ethos of 
yuppiedom, but we need to ask if there 
is a necessary reason for this. Should we 
not recognise that, as Stuart Hall has 
pointed out, consumer capitalism did 
refashion and reshape social relations 
and cultural attitudes quite widely and 
irrevocably", and that it did this as more 
than an "icing on the cake" of raw 
economic relations. The transformation 
of western economies from the "For­
dism" of the post-war era has been ex­
p e rien ced  as a fundam ental 
reorganisation of our relationship to the 
market and is manifested in massively 
changed patterns of consumption. In 
this context it has become possible to 
manipulate the purchase of goods and
services much more in order to fashion 
an identity and lifestyle for the majority 
of people.
This is not a defence of "consumer 
capitalism" as such, nor is it written irj 
ignorance of the still severe discrepan­
cies in access to the market which exist: 
it is simply to underscore the basic 
reality of the market as the first thing in 
the economy that most people actually 
meet and its importance therefore as the 
starting point for elaborating a strategy 
which addresses "economic" and "cul­
tural” issues simultaneously which 
would have a chance of being listened 
to and understood.
In a B ritish  F ab ian  S ociety  
pamphlet, The Politics o f  Prosperity. 
Charlie Leadbeater argues for the 
mobilisation of a concept of social 
citizenship in order to meet the realities 
of Thatcherite transformations of the 
political and economic domains and, as 
he says, to enable some clear strategic 
thinking on the part of the left"... on the 
role of the private sector, the market, 
competition and individual initiative, as 
well as the state, collective finance and 
public provision in contributing to equi­
ty, security, efficiency and choice". The 
different components of this strategy 
must fit together, he insists, and must be 
"... built up from the foundations of the 
cultural identities and lifestyles it sanc­
tions ..." Above all, this means moving 
away from that logic so successfuly in­
stalled by Thatcherism that the private 
sector is the domain of choice and ef-, 
ficiency and the public sector the 
domain of planning, lack of choice, 
alienated service provision and "grey 
collectivities". Social citizenship, he ar­
gues, provides a way of refuting this 
logic by enlarging the traditional 
category of citizenship (possessing a 
minimum set of rights) to enable it to en­
compass "rights to the resources which 
are needed to play a full role in the nor­
mal life of a community". These resour­
ces, he adds, "should clearly include 
income, health, education, housing, 
transport, but also possibly consumer 
durables, a capital stake and holidays. 
But whatever the bundle of goods or 
resources, social citizenship should also 
include the right to choice over how 
these rights are delivered.
While the argument relates most 
urgently to Britain and to the Thatcherist 
colonisation of the prerogatives of
AUSTRALIAN LEFT REVIEW 13
choice and the market and to the over­
whelmingly conservative image of the 
yuppie consumer, the sort of political 
logic that the argument entails is cer­
tainly also applicable to current debates 
and conditions in Australia. As Minson 
points out in his article, there is also a 
case - recognising not only the rights of 
citizens but also their responsibilities - 
for establishing a category such as a 
"corporate citizen" im plementing 
responsibilities in the areas of environ­
mental protection and race and gender
issues in the workforce. Equally, such a 
concept of social citizenship could be 
fruitfully applied to social policy and 
the social wage which would not restrict 
these prerogatives to the agencies of 
government and the trade unions and 
hence to a top-down social-democratic 
managerialism which, for all its good 
intentions,, nobody may get to hear 
about outside of those agencies. It 
would therefore help to address the 
central problem of the popular accept­
ability and understanding of an arrange­
ment like the Accord and, for that mat­
ter, other social advances in the areas of 
human rights, equal opportunities, mul- 
ticulturalism and so on.
To return to the point about who we 
think we are speaking to, what our con­
stituency is and what their concerns are, 
it is clear that a concept of citizenship 
has a potential to which traditional ap­
peals to collectivities of class, race and 
gender cannot lay claim. It may enable 
us to formulate ways of thinking about 
the "new social forces" as integral to the 
political process rather than as some­
how ancillary to the mainstream move­
ment. This is because it provides a way 
of thinking about diverse social, ethnic 
and cultural identities and lifestyles as 
necessary components of social citizen­
ship and which would therefore be 
enabled to lay claim to full rights of so­
cial participation rather than as some­
thing to be "added and stirred" either to 
society as a whole or to the labour 
movement.
It is worth registering that a country 
like Australia with a dominant Anglo- 
Celtic culture, an indigenous population 
and a wide range of other ethnic iden­
tities is, for all the problems generated 
by these relationships, uniquely situated 
to formulate a more "disposed" concept 
of citizenship than the one we have in­
herited from the more "unified" model 
of the European nation state. In areas of 
multiculturalism, language policy, im­
migration policy, the legal and institu­
tional recognition of such diversity 
requires a new and democratic concept 
of citizenship.
In the area of political strategy it is 
worth considering what forms of appeal 
and identity would be involved in 
elaborating an effective program 
around issues as diverse as Aboriginal 
deaths in custody, economic manage­
ment, human and civil rights, legal 
reform, child care and the environment. 
It would certainly be much easier to 
elaborate a unified and coherent 
strategy around these issues via an ex­
panded concept of citizenship than it 
would through trying to hold together 
the already politically saturated iden­
tities of class, race, gender, parenthood 
and "greenness". This is because there 
is a fair chance that many people, not 
just those on the left, already share bits 
and pieces of each of these identities 
without necessarily staking their claim
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to one in particular.
One objection to this, of course, is 
that political struggles in these areas are 
best treated independently as "single is­
sues" and by movements rather than par­
ties and that coherent overall strategies 
are not necessary anyway. In some 
areas there have been outstanding suc­
cesses based on precisely this logic but 
the problem  is that these remain 
precisely isolated political successes 
and their implications for government 
and the polity as a whole do not usually 
or, more frequently, are not allowed to 
flow on.
Now, access to the structures of the 
state is, surely, what it is all about, un­
less you subscribe to a "permanent 
ginger group" mentality.
Jeff Minson pointed out in his ar­
ticle that it is precisely because the 
women’s movement and the environ­
mental movement have well-organised 
feet in the door of government that their 
campaigns have had significant succes­
ses in combination with other extra-par­
liamentary forms of activity. This brings 
us again to the issue of forming a new 
political logic which involves em ­
phasising a particular aspect of "iden­
tity" which is crucial to modem forms of 
government. These movements have 
recognised that they have a role to play 
as individual or collective citizens 
"within the state" and not from a posi­
tion somewhere outside of it. We are all, 
as citizens, somehow inside the state 
whether we acknowledge it or not. As 
tax and rate payers, pension recipients, 
students receiving grants or other 
benefits, families receiving child al­
lowance, as holders of government 
bonds (i.e. most people who have in­
surance policies) as registered un­
employed, receivers of medical benefits 
or whatever, our relationship to the state 
is indelible.
The older political logic, whether 
leninist, trotskyist, anarchist or just 
plain oppositional, which always posi­
tioned its troops somewhere outside the 
walls of the state, all the better prepared 
to storm it one day, and which gave the 
labour movement its initial program and 
logic for revolution is now definitively 
dead in western politics (and probably 
has been since about the 1850s). In­
creasingly, since the 1920s, we have 
been positioned as citizens rather than 
subjects and therefore in a new sort of
contractual relationship to the structure 
o f government. Taking this reality 
seriously is a key component of politi­
cal logic rather than a hymn of praise to 
the state and to statism.
In his last political statement before 
his death, the Greek marxist Nicos 
Poulantzas defined the state as a 
"material" condensation of a relation of 
forces". By this he meant that the state 
is neither a neutral apparatus (as social 
democracy frequently believes) nor the 
"executive committee of the ruling 
class" as classical marxism would have 
it. It is, rather, a set of institutions, pro­
cedures and techniques of government 
which are a nationally specific result of 
historical struggles and negotiations be­
tween government and political and 
economic agencies which have laid 
their claim and achieved representation 
within the state. The Australian state 
has, as part of its fabric, an arbitration 
system which no other state has. The 
British state has (but may not retain) a 
fully comprehensive National Health 
Service, free at the point of delivery. 
The Swedish state has agencies and 
mechanisms for the productive direc­
tion of investment in which unions have 
a major role. These forms did not arrive 
by accident: they did not drop form 
heaven and they are not simply a result 
of spontaneous pressure from below. 
The political effects and value of such 
institutions are, in other words, the "con­
it is clear that a concept of 
citizenship has a potential to 
which traditional appeals to 
collectivities of class, race and 
gender cannot lay claim
densed" result of a series of struggles. 
This is what Poulantzas means. The 
state is a rather uneven patchwork of in­
stitutions whose shape is determined by 
a specific relationship between govern­
ment and people. What are the implica­
tions of this and how do they connect 
with the issue of citizenship?
First, this conception of the state 
defines it as a legitimate and necessary 
domain of political struggle and inter­
vention. Not being a monolithic entity
but one subject to pressures, contradic­
tions and "movement" means that it is 
possible to establish a position there.
Second, it enables us to define 
citizenship not in the rather o ld- 
fashioned terms of a sort of civic state- 
worship, but as an integrally political 
status and identity. Citizenship, insofar 
as it is defined as a relationship to the 
state means that it is not an abstract iden­
tity but a citizen of this state with access 
and rights to whatever the relation of 
forces has produced. That is, in the 
Australian example, with rights of ac­
cess to a Human Rights and Equal Op­
portunities Commission, an Office for 
the Status of Women, an Office of Mul­
ticultural Affairs, an Arbitration Com­
mission and so on. Potential rights that 
is, because the chances are that most of 
us will not have exercised our rights to 
participate in or call on the services of 
these agencies in any direct way.
This is why the New Right has bees 
so successful in depicting nationalised 
industries, government departments and 
welfare agencies as inefficient and 
alienating bureaucracies. Sometimes, 
perhaps frequently, they are. The 
response to this is not to dismantle them 
but to make sure that they are able to 
respond efficiently  to the input , 
however organised, ofcitizens as con­
sumers in both the public and private 
sectors. There is the p o ssib ility  
here,then, of laying claim to a political 
principle which is able to address and 
provide policy principles for both the 
private and public sector. Since the two 
sectors are increasingly intermingling 
anyway, this may be no bad thing.
Yet another dim ension o f the 
citizenship argument is, of course, that 
it demands a certain level of expertise 
both from individual citizens and from 
political organisations representing 
citizens. This returns us to the point 
about being both popular and expert, 
likeable and smart. If a condition of suc­
cess of a political party is an ability t,o 
appeal not just to sectoral and class in­
terests but to a wide range of social and 
cultural identities, to what used to be 
called "the people"; and if the concept 
of citizen is a useful one for thinking 
how to frame such appeals and to move 
into a new political logic, then the other 
side of the coin is how to negotiate a 
relationship between "mass politics" 
and "expertise”. John Mathews touches
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on this problem when he argues for a 
confident move from a "culture of 
protest" to a "culture of power"; from a 
mere "altemativism" to a situation 
where it is possible to come to grips with 
the nitty gritty of government and 
bureaucracy and management especial­
ly at the level of policy input and for­
mulation. In itself this shift would entail 
a quite radical reconceptualisation of 
left politics if the answer is not simply 
"become a member of the Labor party 
and get involved in its committees, etc."
On the whole, there have been two 
characteristic ways of responding to the 
disequilibrium between "mass politics" 
and "expertise". On the one hand, there 
is the persistent distrust of leadership as 
a corrupting position, of bureaucracies 
'" as inert and corrupting agencies and a 
fundamental division between a good 
rank and file and a bad leadership. On 
the other hand, there is the top-down 
” managerialism of social democracy 
w hich is co n ten t to hand down 
decisions, policies and initiatives to the 
rank and file. It is a curious irony that 
these two modes of the old political 
logic can coexist quite easily. Let the 
rank and file look after the workplace 
and we’ll look after the polity, the "two 
wings” of the labour movement and so 
on. One of the crucial issues is how to 
break out of this inexorable logic, the 
"scissors" of social democratic statism 
and rank-and-file leftism which disable 
large sections of the population from 
any political investment and leaves 
open a fertile ground for the New Right 
to instal any one of the many variants of 
the "silent majority" as its mythical cor­
respondent among people.
Given that it would be possible to 
'  open out our mode of address and our 
potential constituencies it would be­
come feasible to establish something 
like policy communities which are not
* necessarily constituted along tradition­
al political lines but combine forms of 
"expertise with political input on par­
ticular issues. The British marxist Bob 
Jessop raised "policy community" as an 
issue when he was in Australia in 1987. 
The example he offered at that time was 
that of the AIDS crisis to which there
- are, of course, no strictly political solu­
tions. Traditional forms of medical and 
hygiene planning will not resolve the 
problem; epidemiology is not the
answer and it is clear that the state, as 
such, with all its resources, can do very 
little. Here, as elsewhere, there is a need 
for a co-ordinated input from a wide 
range of expertises from the private and 
public sectors - from health profes­
sionals, pharmaceutical companies, 
private and public researchers.com-
he argues for a confident move 
from a "culture of protest" to 
a "culture of power"
munity groups and so on. Such "com­
munities of expertise" entail, if they are 
to operate effectively and confidently, a 
c e rta in  lev e l o f  autonom y and 
decentralisation. One could also im­
agine such com m unities forming 
around issues such as the inner city and 
urban planning, education and skills 
formation, particular environmental 
concerns and so on. One advantage of 
this is that it does not rely purely on a 
logic of public sector planning; that it 
might make good use of, for example, 
ethical investment agencies and other 
finance institutions in the private sector 
in order to direct investment to targetted 
areas.
W hat abou t c lass and c lass 
politics? Although the question is often 
put in these terms as an invitation to a 
declaration of faith, there are, in fact, 
two quite different questions here to 
which I have two responses. The first 
response is an economically purist one 
and, perhaps, surprisingly orthodox. 
Class can only be defined as a relation­
ship to a mode of production: it is not a 
sociological category identified by 
cloth caps or accents or what you do on 
a weekend. Most left parties have long 
recognised this and defined their con­
stituencies either as "workers" or 
"workers by hand or by brain"" rather 
than as the working class. In most 
countries this means considerably more 
than ninety percent of the population in 
which case the concept of class as a 
political mode of address (as distinct 
from an analytical economic category) 
is neither sufficiently specific nor use­
ful and it is certainly no more specific 
or hard-edged than the concept of 
citizenship. Among that ninety percent
of the population we can calculate that 
there would be a fair range of lifestyles, 
forms of access to economic, social and 
cultural capital in forms of schooling, 
training and tastes. As a form of politi­
cal identity, therefore, there is no par­
ticular reason why "class" as such 
should promise much mileage. It might 
do, under particular circumstances, but 
we cannot guarantee that.
The second response is that it is a 
great waste of the invaluable traditions 
of class analysis to stick to a simple 
logic of "class politics" as if it were a 
credo. Traditions of class analysis in 
their best forms have taught us the 
details and rationales and structural 
reasons for class and transformations in 
class structure and so on. This is a rela­
tively precise field of knowledge which 
needs to be mobilised in political strug­
gles and campaigns. But there are limits 
as to how much a strict alignment of 
"class" and "politics" can teach us. 
What sort of appropriate and meaning­
ful comparisons of political and class 
identity could be made, for example, be­
tween a tertiary-educated impoverished 
single mother living in the inner city and 
the skilled, Liberal-voting and share- 
owning male engineering worker living 
in the suburbs? To be sure, the image of 
the latter is more likely to be slotted into 
the rubric of class politics and, more im­
portantly, to be represented in the key 
agencies of political and economic 
negotiations.
Even if there was a time - before 
share-ow nership , superannuation 
schemes, insurance policies, arbitration 
systems and the welfare state - when it 
was possible to precisely demarcate the 
Titans of class politics, then it is very 
clear that because of all these develop­
ments, the associated formation of new 
political and cultural identities, the 
emergency of new patterns of consump­
tion and a relationship to the economy 
fundamentally mediated by the mass 
market, that logic can no longer apply 
and actually mean anything to those 
people we think are talking to. It would 
be a pity if we missed a golden oppor­
tunity initiated in the current debate to 
redefine some aims, objectives and 
methods in a climate which remains, for 
the time being, relatively genial.
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